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      The pitch made it sound glamorous. A thirty-second commercial aimed at new homeowners featuring a local decorator who reeked of genuine charm and a surprising dearth of experience. Filmed in her studio, surrounded with classic pieces of furniture that represented her flair with mid-century modern design. At least that was the concept. My concept. I was the local decorator in question.

      My plan was to buy local TV spots and ad space at the local cinema house that ran classic movies. Who wouldn’t pay attention to a perky blonde in colorful vintage when she was sandwiched between ads for plastic surgery and used cars?

      The problem wasn’t with the concept, it was in the execution. Decorating was my specialty, and being high on DIY, I naturally assumed I could do this myself too. I filmed a low-production commercial in my studio with my phone, edited it with free software from my computer, and added my contact information along the bottom. I sent it to the volunteer advertising manager for a local movie theater where I sometimes volunteered and hoped for the occasional spot.

      But the volunteer advertising manager for the local movie theater was also the paid advertising manager for the local TV station, and when another advertiser backed out of his spot, mine was slotted in as the replacement. My phone exploded the next day: new clients, old friends, and more than one director who told me my charming, low-production concept would do my reputation more harm than good. From there, it was a hop, skip, and a jump to storyboards, cue cards, and a filming location in an airport hangar made to look like my studio. Acoustics or some such nonsense.

      “Madison, I need you to relax.” The instructions came from Denton Gold, the director of my commercial. Denton was in his late forties, had longish, thick gray hair and a soul patch of a beard directly below his lower lip. He wore round navy-blue glasses that framed his light blue eyes, a long-sleeved white mock turtleneck, and wrinkled khaki cargo pants that were cinched just above his hips with a belt from the military surplus store. “Your first few commercials introduced you as a local business owner. This time, we want you to talk to your audience as if you already know them. You want viewers to see you as a friend. You want them to want to hire you.”

      I sighed. A makeup woman came over to me and patted some powder onto my forehead. “This isn’t the most relaxing setting,” I replied.

      “It’s supposed to feel like your showroom,” Denton said.

      I glanced around. “It feels like an airport hangar.”

      I turned and looked at the enlarged backdrop behind me. A photographer had come to Mad for Mod and photographed a staged setting of furniture then had the image blown up and clamped onto a metal frame with Cardellini clamps. A staging crew attached beadboard to the bottom of a four-foot-square portable wall, and a gaffer aimed a 300D Mark II light at me. Production assistants bustled about and seemed to be everywhere and nowhere all at once.

      “Let’s go again,” Denton instructed. “Talk to the camera like you’re at a cocktail party.”

      I faced the camera and forced a smile. Denton pointed at me and nodded his head. One of the production assistants, the female, adjusted her grip on the cue cards.

      “Hello, I’m Madison Night. I heard you recently bought a new house, and I’d love to help you customize it. I own Mad for Mod, a boutique decorating firm in Lakewood, and—” The spotlight temporarily blinded me, and instinctively, I shielded my eyes so I could see the words on the card.

      “Cut,” Denton called. The PA lowered the cards. “Madison, you have to read without looking like you’re reading. If you shield your eyes from the lights, you’re signaling to the audience that you’re on a film set. Let’s get this last take, and we’ll call it a day.”

      Before I could properly express how much easier that would be if we were in my showroom like I’d originally suggested, a set of metal doors opened at the end of the hangar, and loud female laughter filled the space. Had the light not blinded me and ruined my take, it would still have been worthless. I turned to look and saw a curvy redhead in a bathrobe followed by several hunky police officers. None of them seemed to show the same curiosity about us.

      Denton checked his watch and cursed. “They’re early,” he muttered to no one in particular. He walked away, leaving me and the rest of our commercial film crew unattended. That action had a ripple effect through the crew, who immediately acted like they were on a break.

      “I’ll talk to them,” I said. I left my mock studio and walked to the new arrivals. As I approached, I forced a smile. It felt about as genuine as the one I’d used on set. Two of the buff policemen noticed me first, and one by one, the group quieted.

      “Hello,” I said. “We’re filming a commercial over there. We’re almost done. Would it be possible for you to keep it down while we finish, or maybe even wait outside?” I turned up the dial on my charm and tipped my head to the side. “If I can get my lines right, I’m sure we’ll be finished in no time.”

      The redhead in the bathrobe smiled back at me, but her smile was more of the cat-and-the-canary version. “I’m sure you’re done now,” she said. She held my stare long enough to make me self-conscious, and considering I was fully clothed and she was not, it was a point scored in her column. As if to underscore the point, she untied the belt of her bathrobe and eased it back over her bare shoulders.

      Her fingernails, long, pointed pink talons with tiny sparkly faceted stones embedded in them, sparkled under the overhead lights. Underneath the robe, she wore a strapless pink lace bodysuit practically molded to her body, the kind of undergarment you might find on a Barbie doll in the sixties. She swept her red hair to the side, where it draped over her shoulder. “These boys caught me in an infraction of the law, and I need to be punished.” The men tittered. The woman winked at me even though I was certainly not in on the joke.

      Before I could process what she meant, Denton approached. “Olivia, you’re early.” He pulled her in, kissing her on each cheek. “We were just wrapping up this morning’s shoot. I’ll send the lighting crew over to set up yours.” He turned to me and paused for an awkward moment before continuing. “Have you two met?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Olivia, this is Madison Night. Madison, this is Olivia Jean.”

      “Hello,” I said to Olivia.

      “Charmed, I’m sure,” she said. The caliber of her voice had risen to a girlish timber. I glanced behind her at the uniformed police officers, but they appeared not to have noticed. She waved her hand over her shoulder. “These are my men.”

      Up close, it was clear the men weren’t actual police officers. I had the uneasy feeling the airport hangar was about to become the backdrop for something more risqué than a decorating commercial, and I had the sudden urge to return to my set and cover it in protective plastic.

      “As I said, we’re just wrapping up,” Denton repeated. “I’ll send hair and makeup over when we finish.”

      Denton turned away. I lingered and smiled again, but Olivia had already forgotten I was there. I caught up with Denton halfway back toward where we’d been filming my commercial. “I didn’t realize we were almost done,” I said then added, “I guess I didn’t do as poorly as I thought.”

      “Olivia’s here to film a series of feel-good campaigns for the city. She’s not exactly known for her attention span, so if she’s here and ready to go, I’m going to get the cameras on her. I think I can patch something together for you from the takes we got today, but you might want to practice your lines just in case.”

      “In case what?”

      “In case your film is crap and we have to reshoot, which I’d say is a fifty percent possibility.”

      “I was that bad?”

      “Can’t say I’d hire you, and I own a 1958 ranch on Forest.”

      We’d reached our shooting set. I looked over Denton’s shoulder at Olivia, who relaxed in a comfortable red leather chair while a white man and a black woman fussed over her hair and makeup.

      “Olivia’s an actress?” I asked.

      “She’s the talent,” he said. “Pain in the ass to work with, but when the cameras roll, she knows what to do.”

      “Could I stick around to watch her?” I asked. “I might learn something I can use.”

      “Olivia likes a closed set so she can get comfortable, but if you take your time packing up, you might get a glimpse of the magic.”

      “Fair enough.”

      A member of my film crew pushed a large light past me, and I hopped out of the way so as not to get my feet caught up in the cables. I couldn’t complain about my time being cut short; Denton had not only told me about the second job, but he also offered me a discount if I was willing to work around it.

      I watched the scene across the hangar. Olivia seemed at home amongst the cast and crew. She flipped through note cards and then handed the deck to Denton. While the lighting crew checked the levels and the set designer rolled in her backdrop on wheels, she went over her lines with the other actors. I was too far away to hear what they said, but even from a distance, I recognized the cooperation amongst the players.

      I found myself entranced by how natural Olivia seemed even while barely dressed. If I could appropriate half of her confidence while reciting my lines, I’d have a genuine winning commercial on my hands. This was a learning moment, I realized. I knew how to expand my newly relaunched business, but until recently, the only advertising I’d done had been word of mouth.

      As I stood behind the makeup chair, watching Olivia act, I felt another person behind me. “She makes it look easy, doesn’t she?” Aliyah, the hairstylist, said. Her thick braids were knotted at the back of her head and hung down between her shoulder blades. Her skin was a rich brown, with expertly applied makeup that gave her an airbrushed appearance in the flesh. She had a hairbrush tucked under her arm, and she chipped away at the base of her fingernail while staring across the room. “You never know if experience like hers is going to translate into commercial work, but from what I’ve seen, she’s a natural.”

      “I wish I could be like her,” I said wistfully.

      “No, you don’t,” she said. “She memorized lines that someone else wrote. You speak from your heart.”

      I laughed. “Yes, but I flubbed so much of what I wanted to say that a production assistant had to write it on cue cards.”

      She shook her head and gestured for me to sit down while she smoothed out my hair. “That was Denton’s idea. Your early takes were better. Even when you tripped over your words, you were genuine. Olivia’s paid to say what someone else tells her to say, and she’s going to get attention because she looks like she looks. But it’s not the direction I would go if I were the client.”

      “Who is the client?” I asked. “Denton said she was filming something for the city, but he didn’t say who.”

      “Some not-for-profit,” Aliyah said with a shrug.

      I plastered on my fake smile one more time. “You mentioned Olivia’s experience. What does she do when she’s not filming commercials?”

      “She’s a dancer at Jumbos,” she said. “It’s quite the cop hangout, and from what I hear, she comes highly recommended.”
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      I wouldn’t admit it to most people, but I’d been to Jumbos, and not just the parking lot. I’d followed my policeman friend inside, and I knew firsthand that Aliyah was right. Jumbos was a booming business dominated by an off-duty cop clientele. I’d even gotten to know a former dancer who left the club to go freelance. She made enough money in six months to buy out the previous owner, turning Jumbos into a female-owned business and confusing feminists all over the state.

      Aliyah tossed several compacts into a black nylon bag, zipped it shut, and grabbed another, bigger bag filled with lipsticks. She hoisted the bag onto her shoulder and leaned to the opposite side to offset the weight. “Good luck with your business,” she said. “I hope your commercial brings you lots of leads.”

      I tore my attention from Olivia and directed it fully to Aliyah. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning when we resume, won’t I?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I’m done here.” She jutted her chin toward the film crew on the other side of the hangar. “Olivia—” She stopped speaking abruptly and shrugged. “Some jobs are a foot in the door to more opportunities, and some jobs are one-time gigs. Olivia is the talent, so what she says goes.”

      “She fired you?”

      “She can’t fire me, but it’s not unusual for the talent to have their own hair-and-makeup team. We each have a four-hour minimum booking fee, so it’s not cost effective for Denton to hire us both. You never know how these things are going to go.” Aliyah readjusted the bag on her shoulder and gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Good luck, Madison.”

      “Good luck to you too.” I watched the makeup artist walk away then resumed my task. I stretched the process of packing up my meager accessories out as long as I could while watching Olivia deliver her lines. After twenty minutes of spectating, I collected my cue cards and went home to practice in the mirror.

      Home was a two-level house on a corner plot in the M streets of Lakewood, Texas. On the outskirts of Dallas, the Lakewood/White Rock Lake area was populated with a disproportionate number of mid-century homes and fans of the style. Flippers occasionally swooped in to buy up property, but the sterile monstrosities they left in the wake of their demolition stood out (and not in a good way) and rarely returned the profit the flippers desired. Being self-employed, I’m as much a fan of entrepreneurialism as the next person, but I secretly enjoyed this flip on the flip.

      The temperatures over the past few weeks had been gradually warming from the vestiges of Dallas winter, and today, it was in the mid-sixties. I’d packed several outfits for the commercial shoot so I could have options, and I’d finished in a yellow short-sleeved day frock with a jeweled collar, tone-on-tone buttons, and a cinched self-belt. It had previously been owned by Lisa Benton, a Mary Kay consultant in the early sixties. Her estate included a preponderance of pink and several black independent sales director suits, the oldest being a pristine wool two-piece ensemble with Texas-style cowboy hat from 1965, the year the suits were introduced. The suit was buried under layers of tissue along with a crate of never-used night cream, and though I’d never met Lisa, I imagined when she died, she looked young for her age.

      I’d researched tips for dressing for on-air appearances and immediately ruled out anything red, white, or print. In addition to the yellow dress I wore home, I had an ivory suit trimmed in fox fur, a sleeveless green sheath with a metal daisy pin, and a pink mock-turtleneck top with matching trousers. My closet was the result of years of buying out estates. I’d accumulated it through a series of timely bids on estates I identified by reading the obituaries. Unsure as I was about how prospective clients might feel about my business strategy, I left the details out of the commercial.

      Despite being responsible for the annual taxes on my property, I still thought of my house as belonging to the original owner, Thelma Johnson. Her husband had died shortly after they purchased the place, and she’d kept it, raised two kids, and eventually passed away when she was in her late seventies. A series of events had led to me obtaining it for the low price of the back taxes a few years ago. Even though the house now belonged to me, I couldn’t bring myself to think of it as anything but hers. She’d become a part of my life, one of the many strong women who I’d discovered through the journey of building Mad for Mod.

      I parked in the detached garage and approached the house. The storm cellar doors were open, and sounds of activity came from down below. There was one person who had access to my storm cellar aside from me, but that didn’t make me any less cautious. When I was two feet away, a fluffy caramel Shih Tzu appeared and bounded toward me, followed by a Shi Chi with matching coloration. The dogs yipped their hellos. Moments later, their appearance was followed by that of former toxic bachelor Tex Allen, captain of the Lakewood Police department and current leading man in the movie of my life.

      “You’re back earlier than I expected,” I said.

      In the past two months, Tex had attended six different college fairs to recruit for the upcoming police academy. Citywide budget cuts and improved hiring packages at local businesses had made it difficult to woo potential candidates, but Tex was determined to fill his open positions with a new breed of cop. Since becoming the captain, he had changed the appearance of his precinct from mostly white males to robustly diverse, including two of the best interrogators in the state. The man loved a challenge.

      Speaking of new appearances, today, Tex wore a frilly white apron printed with drawings of kitchen appliances tied over a white polo shirt and medium-blue jeans, and he smelled…not fresh. As I got closer, he leaned in for a kiss, and I held up both hands to halt him.

      “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the apron.

      “Fish guts.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I meant the apron.”

      “Borrowed it. You don’t mind, right? I’ll give it back when we’re done.”

      “Keep it,” I said. “I doubt there’s a detergent strong enough to eradicate that scent, and I’m enjoying the vision of you in an apron. In fact,” I added, “there’s more in the attic. Perhaps you’d like an assortment?”

      Tex grinned. There was something disarming about his smile that still hit me the way it did the first time we met. He’d matured a lot since that first meeting, and for all my tumultuous life changes, it was nice to have him as my constant. Plus, I’d gotten past the urge to slap him, which illustrated my willingness to evolve too.

      While I stood with the dogs hopping around my legs, Tex went to the outdoor water valve and rinsed his hands. He dried them on the dirty apron then untied the apron and hosed it down too. After he turned the water off, he was damp from the spray of water, but he smelled considerably better. The Shi Chi, Wojo, circled Tex’s legs twice and then stood with paws on his knees and yipped. Tex scooped the dog up and stroked the fur on his head.

      “I got back two hours ago. I’d love to hear how your commercial shoot went, but we’re cutting it close. I need a shower. Care to join me?” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      “Cutting it close for what?” Rocky, my Shih Tzu, pawed my knees to get picked up too. I bent down and ruffled the fur on his head. “Did you make dinner reservations?”

      “I left a message with your director. Didn’t you get it?”

      “No. I never even saw Denton on his phone. Whatever it is, can we cancel? I had no idea how self-conscious a director could make me feel, and it would be nice to spend the night with a more appreciative audience.”

      He grinned again, this time at my expense. I tried to hide my embarrassment. “I’d love to see your outtakes,” he said.

      “I don’t think there were any intakes. I couldn’t loosen up. I had a hot flash while we were filming thanks to those big lights. They finally wrote a script on cue cards, but the first two versions were unreadable. I should have bought a billboard instead.”

      Tex draped his free arm around my shoulder and guided me to the door. Rocky trotted along by my feet and hopped up the concrete stairs ahead of us. I pulled open the screen door and let him into the solarium, and then Tex and I followed through the second door that opened onto my kitchen. I’d renovated it for my fiftieth birthday and found it was impossible to feel depressed when in here. The whole room was yellow: vinyl tile floor, tiled counters, and even the appliances. It was like standing on the disk floret at the center of a daisy.

      Tex set Wojo on the floor, and he joined Rocky by the water bowls under the window. I set my garment bags and purse on the kitchen table and collapsed into a chair. “All I want to do is take a hot bath, put on my pajamas, and read in bed.”

      “Sorry, Night. Tonight isn’t optional. I wish it were, but I have professional obligations too.”

      “You’re a cop.”

      “Captain of the cops.”

      “Right. You’re the boss. Just give yourself the night off.”

      “It’s higher up than that. The police commissioner is throwing a dinner party, and he wants us there.” He bent down and grabbed my hands to pull me to my feet. I leaned back so he wouldn’t be successful.

      “How long have you known about this?”

      He glanced at the clock. “Four hours?” He dropped my hands. “It’s the reason I’m home early. Listen, I know it was a last-minute invitation. There’s a good chance someone else canceled and we were invited to fill seats. But my job is tenuous right now, and getting to spend time with the commissioner in an off-duty setting is an opportunity to bend his ear about the concerns facing my department.”

      “And me?” I asked weakly.

      “The commissioner’s wife specifically asked me to bring that lovely decorator I’ve been dating. Who knows? There might be some ear-bending opportunities for you too.”

      I extended my arms, and Tex pulled me to my feet. Looked like the day wasn’t over yet.
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      A little over an hour later, we arrived at the house of Commissioner Edward Fraleigh. I was delighted to discover the Fraleighs lived in a late-Fifties ranch in Dixon Branch, a small neighborhood northeast of White Rock Lake. Despite Tex’s invitation to shower together, I recognized our time-saving need would be better served if we had fewer distractions. Thanks to the lingering scent of fish, for the first time ever, his shower lasted longer than mine.

      Despite my exhaustion, the shower and change of clothes had perked me up. I dressed in a silver sheath with a gold duster originally owned by Gloria Jean Minnick, a hostess for Braniff Airways in 1963. I’d purchased her estate in full when she passed away ten years ago and found her wardrobe a mix of flight attendant uniforms and cocktail wear. It made me curious about how much truth was included in the tell-all book Coffee, Tea or Me?, which I found stashed at the bottom of her makeup bag.

      Tex wore a black suit, white shirt, and narrow tie. His hair was still damp. The job of captain for the Lakewood Police Department had come with a shift in wardrobe needs, and he’d eventually gotten comfortable in a suit. I knew he preferred jeans and a polo shirt, but these days, that was less obvious to the rest of the world.

      He rang the bell, and the door was answered by a man in his sixties who bore a strong resemblance to one of the grandfathers from Sixteen Candles. He was about fifty pounds heavier than his frame required and carried the weight in his torso. He wore square black glasses with lenses that magnified his eyes, giving him an air of surprise.

      “Captain Allen! Good of you to make it on such short notice.” He held his hand out to Tex and they shook. “And you must be Madison. My wife’s eager to meet you.” He leaned in. “I think she wants to get your opinion on the decorating.”

      “I can already tell it’s a lovely home,” I said. “So many of the original mid-century houses in the area have been gutted and rebuilt. You’re lucky to have found one with the original bones.”

      He straightened up. “Ask my wife about that,” he said. “She’ll go on for hours about how we ended up in this place if you let her.”

      Edward held the door open, and we entered. Inside, I spotted several men in suits not dissimilar to Tex’s. I gave my duster to Edward, who whisked it away down some hallway, and I reached out for Tex’s hand. He squeezed back. We’d kept our relationship quiet for so long that the idea of being a couple in public still triggered butterflies.

      We entered the living room. I took two glasses of champagne from a tray and handed one to Tex. He took a sip and wrinkled his nose.

      “Once a beer man, always a beer man?” I asked.

      He raised the glass toward me. “At least you know I’ll be okay to drive.”

      Before I had a chance to sell him on the considerable benefits of champagne of this caliber, an elegant brunette in a deep-green silk dress swept across the room toward us. “Captain Allen!” she proclaimed. “I’m so glad you could make it.” She hugged him and then turned to me. “And Madison. The articles are right. You do look just like Doris Day.”

      She hugged me too. I wasn’t expecting the display of affection, and a little champagne sloshed out of my flute and onto the back of her dress. Tex turned away and stifled a laugh.

      “I’m Arlene Fraleigh, Edward’s wife. Welcome to our home. I know this party is for the men, but I told Edward I wouldn’t throw a party if I couldn’t invite someone to talk to.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “I hope I didn’t tear you away from anything important.”

      “Just a hot bath and a good book,” I said. It was impossible not to respond to the woman’s friendly demeanor.

      Arlene tucked her hand in the crook of my arm and steered me away from Tex. I glanced back over my shoulder. A circle of men had closed in around him, and he caught my eyes and shrugged.

      For as awkward as I’d felt earlier while on camera, I felt myself relax tonight. The Fraleigh house had been decorated with taste and money. “Arlene, your husband hinted that there was a story behind your house,” I said. “I’d love to hear it.”

      She led me to a vacant love seat, and we sat side by side. “Edward was born in this house,” she said. “When his parents passed away five years ago, he inherited it. The offers to buy it poured in, but when he brought me out to see it, I fell in love a second time. We’d been married for twenty years at that point. The boys were grown and off in college, and we didn’t need a lot of space, so I convinced him to keep it. We had the electric and plumbing updated, and here we are.”

      “The place is decorated immaculately. It suits the house.”

      “All but the powder room,” she said wistfully. “It’s not dreadful enough to redo completely, but there’s something about wood paneling in a powder room that feels claustrophobic. Don’t you agree?”

      “I don’t know. I’d have to see it before forming an opinion.”

      “Of course. Let’s go!” She stood and pulled me to my feet. I hadn’t been angling for an invitation, but before I knew it, she led me through a hallway and pulled me into a knotty pine half bath.

      She was right. There was nothing wrong with the room, yet it felt small. I ran my hand over the glowing pine paneling. “I see your dilemma. It’s original, and it’s in pristine condition, but…”

      “But it’s the most depressing room in the house. I believe the reason it’s in such good condition is because his mother agreed with me, and they never used it.”

      As Arlene led me out of the powder room and back to the party, she paused by each room and pointed out details that I appreciated. It wasn’t just the wall and curtain treatments that captured my interest but the furniture as well. I complimented her on her selections, and she refused credit.

      “Most of the furniture is original to the place. Edward’s family owned a furniture wholesale store in Dallas.” She leaned in and dropped her voice. “Edward inherited that too, and we had our pick of the inventory.”

      “Did you liquidate the rest?” I asked.

      She smiled broadly. “There was never a suitable time. I used to check on the store occasionally, but eventually, I stopped going. It’s been over a decade since I was there. I don’t know how to value the inventory or who to call to get the best offer.”

      I didn’t wait for an invitation. “I’d love to see it,” I said. “I could advise you or perhaps even help you find a buyer.” It took all the willpower I had to keep from making an offer sight unseen. “If you’re available, I could come
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